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THE PRESENT CRISIS IN THE CHURCH OF 

ENGLAND AND ITS BEARINGS ON 

CHURCH UNITY. 

BY THE BEV. PROFESSOR CHARLES A. BRIGGS, D.D. 



There can be no doubt that there is a crisis in the Church of 
England at this time; but it is altogether probable that this crisis 
is not so serious as it appears to be from the statements of extreme 
men. This crisis, like all similar crises, has been forced to a 
head by rash partisans, who, without commission or qualification, 
except their own conceit and presumption, constituted them- 
selves the champions of orthodoxy; but the crisis could not have 
come to a head if there had not been a situation of real difficulty 
in the Church of England. It is distressing to see the peace 
disturbed, and human passions rage, about the doctrine and 
worship of Christ's Church ; but the experience of history teaches 
us that such crises are necessary for the advancement of the 
Church. It is the only way in which the attention of the whole 
Church can be concentrated upon a bad situation and its energy 
aroused and put forth for reformation. The present crisis is an 
inevitable result of the Oxford movement, as that was an inevi- 
table resultant of the evolution of the Anglo-Catholic party of the 
Church of England since the Eeformation. 

The questions brought before the Anglican Archbishops for 
their decision, namely, the use of incense in worship, the cere- 
monial use of lights in processions, and the reservation of the 
Holy Sacrament for the sick and dying, are three questions, 
selected from many others, which serve the purpose of testing 
the whole situation, as to the use of ornaments in public worship, 
and as to the limitation of the use of the Holy Sacrament to the 
time of the celebration. They are the advanced guard of much 
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more serious questions which are involved in the great movement 
of the Angio-Catholie party toward the restoration of the doctrine 
and worship of the Catholic Church of England prior to the 
Eeformation, and thus toward reunion with the Church of Eome. 

It is unfair to that party to accuse them of being Konianists 
in disguise, or of seeking in an underhanded and unlawful way 
to bring the Church of England under the dominion of the Pope. 
The cry "No Popery" is therefore a dishonest appeal to popular 
prejudice. If they were really Romanists and ready to submit to 
the authority of Eome, they could not possibly remain in the 
Church of England. Their own consciences would compel them 
to do as Newman and Manning did and withdraw from the 
Church of England and submit to the Church of Eome. 

The position and aims of the Anglo-Catholic party cannot 
be doubted. They seek so far as possible to recover the ancient 
Catholic doctrines and ceremonies of the Church of England, 
which were put aside and discredited at the Eeformation, be- 
cause of certain abuses and superstitions connected with them; 
while they would retain all that they think good and right in 
the Eeformation itself. They do not aim to bring the Church of 
England to submission to the Eoman Church, but they work in 
the hope that both the Church of England and the Church of 
Eome may be reformed, by going back to the truly Catholic 
position of the Church before the Eeformation, that they may be 
reunited in a truly Catholic and a truly Eeformed Church. 

There can be no doubt that this Anglo-Catholic party has 
been in the Church of England since the Eeformation, and that 
it can claim no less names than Queen Elizabeth and Charles I., 
Archbishops Bancroft and Laud, and the leading prelates of the 
Eestoration. This party has its historic right in the Church of 
England since the Eeformation, whatever any one may say as to 
its present positions and claims. And the Puritan party has no 
call to make them uncomfortable in the Church, or to force 
them to choose between Catholicism and Protestantism. 

The several Acts of Uniformity were made in the interests 
of maintaining the unity of the Church of England and of de- 
stroying every kind of schism. They were used against the 
Eoman Catholics with great severity, because Eoman Catholics 
recognized the supremacy of the Pope in ecclesiastical affairs. 
But the Anglo-CathoMes during the sixteenth, seventeenth and 
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eighteenth centuries maintained the Supremacy of the Crown in 
ecclesiastical affairs, and were therefore indulged by the Crown 
and the prelates and were not strictly held to the Acts of Uni- 
formity. Throughout the history of the Church of England, the 
standing complaint of the Puritan party has been against the 
crypto-Eomanism which was allowed and even favored in the 
Church of England. At the Restoration, the Presbyterian divines 
of the Conference of Savoy called the attention of the bishops to 
many of these ceremonies, which had been tolerated and en- 
couraged; but the prelates gave them scarcely a decent hearing. 
They did not attempt to put a check upon the Anglo-Catholics; 
they exhausted themselves in persecuting the Puritans. 

There is much to be said, therefore, in favor of the plea just 
put forth by such divines as Gore, Scott Holland, Moberly and 
others, against the decision of the Archbishops as to the cere- 
monial use of incense and lights. They say: 

i 

"We are nevertheless compelled to regard with the gravest anxiety 
the rigid interpretation given in that ruling to the Act of Uniformity 
of 1559, and continued in 1662. an interpretation which would, we fear, 
go beyond the matter immediately under decision, and which does 
make even so minute an usage as the saying of 'Glory be to Thee, O 
Lord,' before the Gospel, in the strict sense, illegal. 

"We humbly submit (1) that neither the Elizabethan, Jacobean, 
nor yet the Caroline Bishops, whether before or after 1662, considered 
themselves to be thus stringently confined. 

"(2) That there were many important details given, which were 
afterward specified by rubrics in 1662, which were continuously prac- 
tised, and in some cases enforced, without any rubrical direction, 
under the Elizabethan act. 

"(3) That the common law and usage of the Church should be 
always considered in its place by the side of the statute law. And we 
most earnestly plead that, in view of the complete change of circum- 
stances which has taken place since the passing of the Acts, and in 
justice to the Church engaged in an immense and many-sided work, 
which is bound to depend largely on enterprise and experiment, the 
interpretation given to the rubrics should be as wide and free as their 
language will reasonably permit; and that a stringent uniformity, 
however impartially enforced, is the last thing which the needs of the 
day require."* 

There can be no doubt that the Crown and the prelates in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did not pretend to enforce 
the Acts of Uniformity against the Anglo-Catholic party. It is 
a question, therefore, how far common law and usage may go as 

* Apveal to the Archbinhopg, signed, by Gore, Soott Holland, Moberly and 
others, Guardian, Oct. 11, 1899, p. 1360. 
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over against statute law; how far the neglect to enforce a law 
may give rights under the law. 

It seems evident that the Archbishops in their decision of 
July 31, 1899, have given the correct interpretation of the statute 
law. It is impossible to give any other decision on the grounds 
of law and history. All the arguments on the other side sub- 
mitted before the Archbishops, and made by Canon MacColl in 
his book "Reformation Settlement," and by Dr. Sanday in "The 
Catholic Movement and the Archbishops' Decision," and others, 
are ingenious, plausible on the surface, fine examples of special 
pleading, but altogether invalid. The Archbishops weighed these 
arguments with the utmost care. It appears that they would have 
been glad to reach a less rigid interpretation of the law ; but they 
could do no other as the chief pastors of the Church of England, 
when called upon by the whole Church to interpret the law. The 
argument that the common law of the Church should weigh over 
against the statute law is not a valid argument. The Church has 
no common law. The only law any Church has is statute law. 
All ecclesiastical law is canon law. Those who make this argu- 
ment are misled by the usages of civil law and depart from the 
history of ecclesiastical law. The argument that the non-enforce- 
ment of a law against a party in the Church excuses that party 
for a continuance in disobedience is invalid. As Sir William 
Harcourt in his article in the Times shows, that is simply an 
evidence of "lawlessness in the National Church." The bishops 
have not used their prerogative, they have not enforced the law. 
As Harcourt puts it : 

"They have for years shut the gates of ecclesiastical justice; they 
have deprived the laity of the protection which the law had provided; 
they have guaranteed the clergy against any penalty for any and every 
offense against the law of the Church, and they call this compre- 
hension." 

This is strong language; but it is substantially true. It has 
been a tradition among the prelates since the Reformation not 
to enforce the law against the Anglo-Catholic party. They did 
this, not in the interests of comprehension, but in the interests 
of the party which was always eager for the prerogatives of 
bishop and Crown. A change came about in modern times in the 
interests of comprehension. The bishops ceased to enforce the 
law against the Puritan party, because they saw that such en- 
forcement was ruinous to the Church. Historically, the Acts of 
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Uniformity have been goads in the hands of the prelates to tor- 
ment the Puritan party. As a recent writer in the Guardian 
says, they were made against the enemies of the Church, not 
against churchmen. But he, as others, identifies his party with 
the Church, and claims that the Puritan party are not true 
churchmen. This is not historically right. The Puritan party 
has as good a right in the Church as the Anglo-Catholic. How- 
ever, the writer is plausibly correct, for the Acts of Uniformity 
have ever been used against the Puritan party. It is one of the 
revenges of history that, after the Puritan party had gained the 
same recognition from the bishops as the Anglo-Catholic party, in 
the interests of comprehension, the Act of Uniformity should now 
be turned against the Anglo-Catholic party, through an agita- 
tion promoted by extreme and self-appointed champions of Puri- 
tanism. Ever since the Act of Uniformity of Elizabeth until 
the close of the eighteenth century, the Puritan or Protestant 
party in the Church has been tormented by the Acts of Uniform- 
ity. One body after another has been compelled to abandon the 
Church of England, the Church of their fathers, by these Acts 
of Uniformity, interpreted loosely toward the Anglo-Catholics, 
but with rigidity and strictness toward the Protestant party. 
And so, as the result of these partisan interpretations, the greater 
part of the British nation has been excluded from the great 
Mother Church, and the Church of England and her daughters 
have become the Church of a minority of the English-speaking 
people. And yet a great section of the Puritan party remained 
in the Church of England to the present day, suffering all man- 
ner of hardships and wrongs rather than abandon the Church of 
their fathers. It is well, therefore, that the bishops learned to be 
as generous toward the Puritans as toward the Anglo-Catholics, 
and refrained from enforcing the law. It was disorderly, it pro- 
duced a condition of lawlessness ; but it was infinitely preferable 
to the rigorous enforcement of a bad law which for centuries had 
proved a constant peril to the Church. 

As the Anglo-Catholic party has aimed at a reunion with 
Rome, the Puritan party has ever aimed at a reunion with the 
Protestant Churches of the Continent of Europe, with the Presby- 
terian Church of Scotland, and with the Non-Conforming bodies 
in Great Britain. This, then, has been the agonizing struggle 
of the Church of England: the effort (1.) to maintain the unity 
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of all Christians in England in the Church of England; (2.) of 
the Anglo-Catholic party to unite with the Church of Rome; (3.) 
of the Protestant party to unite with the Presbyterian and is on- 
Conforming communions. This struggle has 'increased in in- 
tensity in our times. It is involved in the tide that sweeps on 
toward a Eeunion of Christendom. And so the crisis is upon us. 

What, then, is to be the end of this struggle? Is the Act of 
Uniformity to be used in our generation to force a section of the 
Anglo-Catholic party out of the Church? Is it to be used to 
destroy the Church of England as a National Church and to break 
it up into several denominations representing the several parties ? 
There are some who think it and who hope it, and who are striving 
to bring it about. 

None of these things is likely to happen. The leaders and 
scholars of the Church of England recognize the great mistakes 
of the past; the mistakes of Archbishop Laud, who, in the in- 
terests of the Anglo-Catholic party, succeeded in alienating the 
Scottish nation from the Church of England ; and of the prelates 
in dealing so cavalierly with the representative Presbyterian 
divines at the Eestoration, when they had the opportunity, by 
reasonable concessions, to maintain the unity of the Church of 
England. In seeking to maintain the unity of the Church by an 
Act of Uniformity rigidly interpreted, they forced more than 
two thousand learned and pious parish ministers out of the 
Church of England, and became responsible for all those evils 
which have resulted from the separation of the Presbyterian 
denominations since that time. So, in the next century, it was 
the intolerance of the bishops which brought about the separa- 
tion of the great Methodist bodies and the alienation of the Welsh 
nation from the Church. The leaders of the Church are not likely 
at this late date to reverse the policy of centuries, and at the 
dictation of a few ultra-Protestants, limit the comprehension of 
the Church on the Catholic side. It seems evident, from the 
statements of representative men of both the Anglo-Catholic and 
Puritan parties, that neither party desires to pursue the policy 
of exclusion. They both seek comprehension so far as it is pos- 
sible. It has now become evident to all that the Act of Uni- 
formity, strictly interpreted, makes comprehension impossible. 
A sufficiently lax interpretation involves lawlessness and the 
disorderly situation that every parish priest, if bold enough, may 
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do what is right in his own eyes. The Act of Uniformity is used 
to pinch the Anglo-Catholics to-day. But there are already signs 
that the extreme men among them are demanding that equal 
justice should be done to the Puritan party. In a few months 
we shall hear all manner of complaints from the Puritan party 
when the Act of Uniformity is applied to their irregularities also. 
The quicker this comes the better, for it is necessary that all 
parties should as soon as possible agree to a repeal of the Act of 
Uniformity, which has been for more than three hundred years 
the curse of the British nation. 

It is an enormous gain that the leaders of the Anglo-Catholic 
party have come over to the same attitude toward the Act of Uni- 
formity as was maintained by the great representatives of Puri- 
tanism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. One may 
almost hear a Puritan Father speaking in these words of Lord 
Halifax :* 

"What indeed is the position of the Church of England under this 
latest addition to her burdens? She finds herself bound hand and foot 
by Acts of Parliament of the reign of Elizabeth, by canons of the 
reign of James I., and by rubrics which have not been revised since the 
days of Charles II. She is imperfectly represented by a convocation 
which the State authorities will not allow to be reformed, and which 
can do nothing without legislative sanction of a Parliament which 
includes Jews, Quakers, Soeinians, Presbyterians, Non-Conformists of 
every description, Agnostics and others who are hostile to the Church. 
She has had courts imposed upon her for the decision of questions of 
discipline by the sole authority of Parliament, without her consent. 
Her Bishops, Deans, Canons and ecclesiastical Professors are nomi- 
nated by the Prime Minister, and the Church has no voice in their 
appointment. Every effort she makes to reform herself, or supply her 
needs, is thwarted by a powerful party in Parliament, on grounds 
avowedly hostile to the Church's well being. The opinion of the Arch- 
bishops is but a new band around the old bottles, bursting as they are 
with the revived life of the Church." 

One cannot believe that the Puritan party in the Church of 
England will take any very different position from this. With 
the combined force of both parties, there ought to be no difficulty 
in doing away with the Act of Uniformity altogether, and in 
gaining for the Church of England the same autonomy that was 
won for the Church of Scotland after the British Eevolution. It 
is quite significant that Canon Gore and others are working for a 
reorganization of the Church, so as to prepare it for self-govern- 
ment, and that they are looking for help partly to the Presbyterian 

•Address before English Church Union, Guardian, Oct. 11, 1899, p. 1380, 
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Church of Scotland, and partly to the American Protestant 
Episcopal Church. The Protestant Episcopal Church has adopted 
many of the best features of Presbyterianism. The. Presbyterian 
divines who composed the Westminster Confession and Form of 
Government would find the Protestant Episcopal Church, in many 
respects, a better type of Presbyterianism than the American 
Presbyterian Churches. There is, in fact, no way in which the 
Church of England can gain her independence save by organizing 
herself into representative synods. It is thus another of the re- 
venges of history that the Anglo-Catholic party, which refused 
the plan proposed by Archbishop Usher and adopted by the 
Presbyterians at the Eestoration as their proposal for accommoda- 
tion with the Anglo-Catholic party, namely, the "Keduction of 
Episcopacy into the form of Synodical Government," should now 
in their most representative leaders propose this very thing them- 
selves. What a pity it has taken two hundred years to bring this 
about! Baxter rightly said in 1691: 

"O how little would It have cost your churchmen in 1660 and 1661 
to have prevented the calamitous and dangerous divisions of this land 
and our common danger thereby, and the hurt that many thousand 
souls have received by it. And how little would it cost them yet to 
prevent a continuance of it?"* 

Some are so perverse -minded as to suppose that the Puritan 
party and Presbyterians will gratify a revengeful spirit, and will 
obstruct the efforts of the Church of England to win autonomy 
under a synodical form of government. This is impossible. The 
Puritan party will not be like a dog in the manger. They will 
not go back on their own history. Whether the Puritan party 
isin the Church, or withoutit in Non-Conforming religious bodies, 
it matters little; they will welcome the effort of the Church of 
England to undo the wrongs of the past, and to remove the ob- 
structions to Christian fellowship. The Presbyterians of Scot- 
land, Wales and Ireland will rejoice in this movement and aid 
it in every way in their power. And especially will earnest, godly 
men in all Christian religious bodies, who are weary, as Baxter 
was, with the evils of disunion, be filled with holy joy and 
courage when they see the Church of England adopting all the 
essential things in government for which their Puritan fathers 
contended, when they see her assimilating herself to the govern- 

* Penitent Confession, 1691. 
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ment of the Eef ormed Churches of the Continent and of Scotland. 
It inevitably raises the question to them, which cannot be put 
down, why they should not accept the historic episcopate, the then 
only remaining barrier on the side of Church government to 
the reunion of Protestants, and so at last effect the organic 
reunion of the Eeformed Churches, the ideal of the irenic party 
in all the national churches since the Eeformation. 

It may be said that a reunion based on agreement as to Church 
government and discipline can hardly be effective so long as there 
are such serious discords as to doctrine and worship. This is 
quite true. But, on the other hand, it is just in these departments 
that the history of the Church of England has been so instructive. 
So far as doctrine is concerned, there is practically no difficulty in 
the Church of England at the present time in the way of compre- 
hension. There are theologians who hold, maintain and freely 
proclaim, on the one side, all the essential doctrines of the Catholic 
Church before the Eeformation, only rejecting ancient abuses and 
the supremacy of the Pope, and the dogmas proclaimed since the 
Eeformation in the Church of Eome. It is true that they have no 
legal right so to do. The Articles of Eeligion exclude, and were 
designed to exclude, these very things. And yet they manage by 
unnatural interpretation of the Articles, or by an assertion of 
the superiority of Catholic tradition to the Articles, to maintain 
these opinions, and no bishop attempts to interfere with them. 
On the other hand, Protestant doctrines are held, maintained 
and advocated with equal freedom, even in such extreme forms as 
would have been regarded as unsound by the Protestant reformers. 
Calvinistic, Lutheran and Arminian doctrines are equally at home 
in the Church of England. Eight or wrong, legally, historically 
or ideally, from whatever point of view you may regard it, that is 
the situation; and it is impossible at the present time to change it. 
From the point of view of Christian irenics, this is a wholesome 
situation. If there is ever to be a reunion of Christendom, com- 
prehension in doctrine must be fully as wide as this. In this 
respect the Church of England is the beacon, the hope and the 
joy of the movement for the reunion of Christendom. 

Now, it is just this situation as to doctrine that makes it 
practically impossible to enforce the Act of Uniformity as to 
worship and its ornaments and ceremonies. Those who hold the 
Catholic doctrine of the mass must express that doctrine in ap- 
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propriate ceremonies, with appropriate ornaments. Those who 
hold the Lutheran doctrine will also insist upon somewhat dif- 
ferent ceremonies from those who hold the Calvinistic view. The 
toleration of the doctrine, the recognition of the right to hold 
the doctrine, necessarily involves the toleration and recognition 
of the right to the ceremony and ornaments which express 
the doctrine. On the other hand, those who hold the Calvinistic 
doctrine must also express that doctrine by the simplicity of the 
service of the Holy Communion, and by the exclusion of all but 
the simplest kind of ceremony and ornament. There ought to be 
little doubt that, historically, the Church of England is com- 
mitted in its Articles and in its Book of Common Prayer to the 
Calvinistic view of the Holy Communion; and yet, in the ritual 
and the ceremonies and the ornaments, certain things are retained 
which are not altogether in accord with the Calvinistic view, and 
to these the Puritan party have objected from the beginning, and 
to them many object at present, although in usage they have 
come to have a different meaning to the children of the Puritans 
from what they originally had. 

It is evident, therefore, that there is at present a considerable 
difference of usage in the Church, and still more, a great differ- 
ence of interpretation of the common usage. The rigid enforce- 
ment of the Act of Uniformity would strike both parties with 
well-nigh equal severity. The Archbishops have interpreted the 
law. Will they enforce it ? It is probable that there will be a 
general submission to it so far as the matters decided for the 
present, but only for the present, are concerned. It is quite pos- 
sible that the law may be enforced against any who may aggres- 
ively and doggedly violate it. But certainly any and every pos- 
sible excuse will be taken not to enforce the law. 

And so, after the excitement has died away, the usage which 
has been declared unlawful will again gradually come into use; 
in the meanwhile the whole Church is aroused to get rid of an 
intolerable situation, and it will do so. So soon as the Church 
of England knows her own mind, Parliament will give her her 
will in the government and worship of the Church. The Non- 
Conformists of England, and the Presbyterians of Scotland and 
Wales, and the Eoman Catholics of Ireland may take advantage 
of the situation to demand the redress of certain grievances. They 
are entitled to such redress. It is a shame that these wrongs 
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have so long continued. These redresses will, doubtless, be the 
price the Church of England will have to pay for her liberty. 
The Church of Wales will probably be disestablished for the 
same reason that the Church of Ireland was disestablished. 
But it is improbable that the Church of England will be dis- 
established. The Church of England will not be broken up into 
sects. It is quite true that many of the Anglo-Catholic party 
would prefer disestablishment to the long continuance of the 
present intolerable situation. The Puritan party and the great 
middle party will be forced to choose between disestablishment 
and liberty of worship to the Anglo-Catholics. There is little 
doubt that the liberty will be given and the establishment will 
be continued. It is probable that the bishops will have to pay 
their price and give up their seats in the House of Lords. That 
might be, on the whole, a blessing to the Church of England and 
a gain to parliamentary government in England. Every one of 
these things counts on the side of liberty, of comprehension, of 
reconciliation, and of reunion. The inevitable result of this 
crisis is much greater freedom, elasticity and comprehension in 
the worship of the Church of England. The American Church 
has led the way, and it may guide and help the mother Church 
still further in this direction. No nobler position has ever been 
taken than that of the House of Bishops at Chicago, when they 
stated the third article of the quadrilateral of Church Unity: 
"The two sacraments ordained by Christ himself — Baptism and 
the Supper of the Lord — ministered with unfailing use of Christ's 
words of Institution, and of the elements ordained by Him ; " 
supplemented as it was by the statement in the Declaration "that 
in all things of human ordering or human choice relating to 
modes of worship and discipline or to traditional customs, this 
Church is ready in the spirit of love and humility, to forego all 
preferences of her own." 

This ideal has been endorsed by the Lambeth Conference, and 
is the common platform of the Anglican Church for reunion. 
This platform has reconciled many to the Anglican Communion. 
If it is used not as a merely theoretical ideal, but as a practical 
working ideal, then they should endeavor to make the Church 
itself correspond with that ideal. Then all the difficulties of 
British Christianity will be solved, all the parties will be recon- 
ciled, and Catholic and Protestant, Lutheran and Calvinist, 
vox,, cxxx.—xo. 518. 7 



98 THE NORTH AMERICAN REVIEW. 

Arrninian and Scholastic, will partake together of the one holy 
sacrifice; and, while each will have his freedom in his own 
parish to use such ceremonies and ornaments and liturgy as will 
best express his own doctrine, he will not be offended when he 
partakes with his brethren in the use of other ceremonies, orna- 
ments and liturgies. It is very desirable that the unity and 
peace of the Church may be realized in some such comprehensive 
position. 

The rigid interpretation of the Act of Uniformity by the Arch- 
bishops seems to raise an insuperable obstacle in the way of 
Church Unity, and to threaten the rupture of the Church rather 
than to promise its reunion with other Churches. But it really 
opens the eyes of the Church of England to see the perils of the 
situation, and therefore initiates movements which will be fruit- 
ful in unity and peace. Chables A. Beiggs. 



